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Most collective agroecological initiatives in Europe today are built around a plurality of knowledge
systems. Going beyond the well-documented instrumental goals of this knowledge-plurality, this paper
highlights another, perhaps less obvious objective: the pursuit of recognition and cognitive justice.

The subordination of alternative farming practices, such as agroecology, to industrial high-input
farming leads to the misrecognition of peasant communities. Challenging industrial agriculture hence
requires both equality between different forms of doing farming and an active engagement with different
ways of knowing farming. Cognitive justice, a concept originating in decolonial thought, encompasses
not only the right of different practices to co-exist, but entails an active engagement across their
knowledge-systems.

Using an example of participatory maize breeding in France, the paper illustrates how peasant
movements in Europe organize an 'agroecology of knowledges’, a counter-hegemonic engagement with
modern agronomic science, through the recovery and co-production of situational, environment-specific
knowledge, and the reskilling of farmers. It aims not only at improving agricultural science, but also at
rebuilding collective identities and reclaiming autonomy.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

He who has two hectares, three goats and two sheep is not a farmer

— Xavier Beulin, president of the French National Federation of
Agricultural Holders’ Unions (FNSEA), in Le Monde, 7 April 2014.

1. Introduction

Agroecology is said to be a knowledge-intensive—as opposed to
input-intensive—agricultural practice (Altieri and Nicholls, 2012;
De Schutter, 2010). Agroecological methods are built around a
plurality of knowledge systems. At farm-level, this translates into
the re-skilling of farmers, who not only combine modern science
and local knowledge, but (re)generate new, situated knowledge. At
group level, knowledge plurality emerges through specific gover-
nance arrangements which allow for collective learning processes
and co-creation of knowledge. Examples such as Participatory
Breeding (PB), Participatory Varietal Selection (PVS), or Participa-
tory Guarantee Systems (PGS) rely on negotiated, environment-
specific knowledge, and peer-based quality checks. They develop
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a new agriculture fuelled by reflexive input of both formal and non-
formal agricultural, ecological and social knowledge.

While the practical goal of this knowledge-intensity is rather
straightforward — i.e. replacing exogenous inputs with better un-
derstanding of agriculture as a sustainable ecosystem, including
socio-economic variables (Gliessman, 2007) — this paper highlights
another, perhaps less obvious underlying objective: the pursuit of
recognition and cognitive justice.

The re-emergence of peasant farming in Europe (van der Ploeg,
2008) can be understood as a double struggle for recognition. The
first one is a struggle against the institutionalized subordination of
alternative practices, such as agroecology, to industrial agriculture.
Remedying this requires a form of status recognition in which
different farming practices can co-exist.

Status equality, however, may be insufficient to challenge in-
dustrial agriculture, a sector characterized by the dominance of
modern science. The second struggle for recognition, hence, is one
for cognitive justice. Cognitive justice is a notion originating in
decolonial thought. It encompasses not only the right of different
practices to co-exist, but entails an active engagement across their
knowledge-systems (Visvanathan, 2005; Santos, 2007). This paper
argues that the pursuit of cognitive justice, through its inherently
counter-hegemonic nature, serves an objective of ‘re-
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peasantization’ (van der Ploeg, 2008): a constant struggle for au-
tonomy based on a combination of the ‘endogenous potential of
agriculture’ (Guzman and Martinez-Alier, 2006: 472) and the
resistance against the neoliberalization of the agri-food system
(Stock et al., 2014).

The paper begins by introducing the reader to the concepts of
(justice as) recognition and cognitive justice, drawing on critical
theory and decolonial thought. It then considers the relevance of
these concepts for the European context, showing how European
peasants are culturally and cognitively misrecognized. Through an
example of a collective agrobiodiversity governance initiative in
France, the paper proposes a new concept, termed the agroecology
of knowledges,' to further theorize and understand the role of
knowledge in the recognition of peasant farmers and communities.
The importance of this approach for a more sustainable agriculture
is discussed in light of existing theoretical and empirical ap-
proaches in the concluding section.

2. Recognition and cognitive justice

While not necessarily wrapped in an explicit justice discourse,
the reliance on knowledge plurality in peasant farming can be
understood as a struggle for recognition. For Nancy Fraser, mis-
recognition occurs through a hierarchization of cultural values, in
law or in practice (Fraser and Honneth, 2003). This hierarchization
makes some people and/or communities ‘inferior, excluded, wholly
other, or simply invisible’ (Fraser, 2000: 113), keeping them from
participating in social interaction on equal footing with others. It
thus takes the form of an institutionalized social subordination,
which can only be challenged through ‘affirmative recognition of
difference’ (Fraser, 2000: 116).

Institutionalized misrecognition goes hand in hand with two
other forms of injustice: economic maldistribution and political
misrepresentation (Fraser, 1995, 2005). Injustices hence arise out of
a combination of economic exploitation, cultural subordination,
and political inequality (Fraser and Honneth, 2003; Olson, 2008).
These three factors combined prevent the existence of ‘participa-
tion-parity’, i.e. ‘social arrangements that permit all to participate as
peers in social life’ (Fraser, 2005, 2009: 60).

Recognition, hence, would provide a space for cultural diversity
to gain societal acceptance. However, while contemporary political
claim-making increasingly focuses on the misrecognition of iden-
tity, gender, race, religion and/or culture (Fraser and Honneth,
2003), it rarely includes knowledge-based misrecognition. Mod-
ern science often remains the only form of knowledge to be seen as
valid and exact (Santos, 2014). Moreover, status equality may not be
enough in a socio-economic sector (i.e. agriculture) characterized
by the dominance of modern agronomic science. Beyond the exis-
tence of alternative discourses and practices, there is a need for ‘an
alternative thinking of alternatives’ (Santos, 2014: 42).

Fraser herself acknowledges that struggles for recognition are
exacerbated in today’s ‘knowledge society’ (Fraser, 2001), but does
not clearly address the issue of dominant conceptions of knowl-
edge. If cultural subordination is largely influenced by the knowl-
edge one possesses and/or uses, what is required is ‘equality
between different ways of knowing the world’ (Martin et al., 2013:
123; my emphasis). Like cultural misrecognition, cognitive injustice
is an ‘institutionalized relation of social subordination’ (Fraser,
2000: 113). Unlike cultural misrecognition, however, it is not
characterized only by the devaluation of group-specific identity or
socio-cultural status, but by the marginalization of one’s relation to

! This term freely paraphrases Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ concept of “ecology
of knowledges”, discussed further below.

the world in the name of rigor, rationality, effectiveness or effi-
ciency. Decolonial theorists see cognitive injustice as the conse-
quence of what Santos et al. (2007) call the ‘coloniality of
knowledge’: the hegemonic conception of modern science. It im-
plies that access to scientific knowledge is unequally distributed in
society and thus serves the interests of dominant actors (Santos,
2014).

Cognitive justice encompasses not only the right of different
practices to co-exist (which is a necessary condition nevertheless),
but entails an active engagement across their knowledge-systems
(Visvanathan, 2005, 2009). In practice, cognitive justice is given
shape through an ‘ecology of knowledges’: an active dialogue be-
tween different forms of knowledges and practices, both scientific
and nonscientific (Santos, 2014). It involves rethinking the way in
which knowledge emerges in modern science, where one side
produces and the other passively consumes. It challenges the
‘monocultures of the mind’ (Shiva, 1993) and calls out the external
limits of modern science, i.e. dimensions rendered invisible by
reductionist epistemologies (Santos, 2007, 2014).

Following Santos (2014), an ecology of knowledges emerges out
of a combination of two factors, both of which are present in the
context of European agriculture: the presence of significant politi-
cal resistance to capitalism, and the confrontation between radi-
cally different world views, ‘so much that they cannot be brought
together under the umbrella of a single totalizing alternative’
(Santos, 2014: 192).

3. Cognitive justice and European agriculture

Peasant farmers in Europe face a double form of misrecognition.
First, today’s agriculture is characterized by the subordination of
the alternative practices they use to industrial high-input farming.
The ‘alternative’ and ‘industrial’ models are simplified ideal types,
and many agricultural practices are likely to lie somewhere in be-
tween or combine elements from both models. Yet one can observe
that characteristics of the industrial model — high external-input,
biotechnology, labor specialization and output maximization —
continue to gain prominence at the expense of emerging alterna-
tive practices, such as agroecology.

Emerging in the 1930s, the meaning of agroecology has evolved
over time, and has been defined as a scientific discipline, a social
movement and an agricultural practice (Wezel et al., 2009). Agro-
ecology “provides the basic ecological principles for how to study,
design and manage agroecosystems that are both productive and
natural resource conserving, and that are also culturally sensitive,
socially just and economically viable” (Altieri, 2002: 7). In the
1990s, the concept expanded to include social movements fighting
for the transformation of the whole food system (Wezel et al., 2009)
and has been popularized by global farming movements such as La
Via Campesina.

Proponents of agroecology note that, despite a growing
evidence-base on its effectiveness, it is still considered a marginal
form of agriculture, and thus replaced by conventional solutions
(Altieri and Nicholls, 2012). This may be explained by the perceived
yield potential of industrial farming (Tilman et al., 2002), by lock-in
mechanisms (Vanloqueren and Baret, 2009; Stassart and Jamar
2008) or by path dependency (Stassart and Jamar 2008). Looking
at agriculture through a justice-as-recognition lens offers another
complementary explanation. The sustained importance of high-
input agriculture may also be explained by the fact that the in-
dustry, the world vision it represents, and the knowledge it uses
have gradually been imposed as the dominant Western agricultural
narrative (Thompson and Scoones, 2009). Contemporary European
agriculture is the result of historical constructions of cultural
discourse, ideas and ideology formed by dominant actors (Potter
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and Tilzey, 2005).

This misrecognition is made possible by a series of laws and
policies leaving little leeway for the emergence of alternatives.
Examples include:

e seed laws that exclude everything but commercial seed pro-
tected by intellectual property rights (Bocci and Chable, 2009),
precluding dissemination and re-use of seed varieties developed
through farmer selection;

e the framing of ‘bio-economy’ policy frameworks neglecting

farmers’ contributions in terms of social innovation and the

production of public goods (Schmidt et al., 2012);

direct payments and green subsidies under the Common Agri-

cultural Policy, based on production amounts and farm size,

thereby promoting large farms or non-producing actors

(Hennis, 2005);

weak or inadequate regulatory oversight for open-air GMO field

testing, which results in the contamination of organic and/or

non-GM crops (Clapp, 2008; Roff, 2007), compromising farmers’
autonomy with regard to the presence of unwanted GM traits in
their seed and planting stock; and

research policy generating unbalanced funding opportunities

between agricultural models (Vanloqueren and Baret, 2009).

Over the last 20 years, the share of biotechnologies in the

agricultural research budgets of the European Framework Pro-

grams has increased almost fourfold, amounting to 75% of the
total budget in 2013. The share for research on alternative
practices agriculture has been much lower (e.g. organic agri-
culture: 7% of the total budget in 2013) and stagnant (Baret et al.,
2015).

The alleged universality of industrial agriculture thus rests on a
form of cultural and legal domination that denies the emergence of
collective identities and the adoption of different practices. Not
only does it create injustice by misrecognizing peasant farmers, it
also creates dependence upon an industrial farming model by
weakening the emergence of alternatives.

Second, peasant farmers and communities are also cognitively
misrecognized. Over the course of the twentieth century, farmer
and community-driven agricultural knowledge has been sacrificed
in the name of progress and modernity (Sumberg et al., 2012).
Through a highly centralized knowledge system, it appears that
science-based industrial agriculture has gradually made impossible
the confrontation and interaction with alternative knowledges and
worldviews (Morgan and Murdoch, 2000; Kaltoft, 1999).

The division of agricultural labor and the increasing power of
non-producing actors have stopped the decentralization of farmer-
driven knowledge, through a double process of altering the ways in
which knowledge was traditionally preserved and shared, and of
radical de-skilling of farmers (Timmermann and Félix, 2015; van
der Ploeg, 1993). Industrialized agriculture has generalized a top-
down approach to the production and sharing of scientific knowl-
edge (i.e. from the scientist to the farmer) (Scoones and Thompson,
1994), thereby excluding other approaches based on participation,
reciprocity and inter-generational sharing.

It has also popularized a reductionist conception of agricultural
biodiversity, where plant and animal genetics can be fixed in time,
where environmental conditions can be homogenized and

2 For Visvanathan (2006: 166) ‘the museumization of knowledge, rather than
being a humanistic attempt to save knowledge, disembeds and fossilizes it’. The
concept of the museum, ‘as the annex of the laboratory’, is based on a linear un-
derstanding of scientific progress, departing from what is seen as obsolete or
primitive knowledge.

controlled by external inputs, and where the best way to conserve
and improve agricultural biodiversity is through ex situ conditions.
The use of traditional knowledge and techniques is not excluded
per se. But it leads to problems with their appropriation under
property rights (Correa, 2001) or to ‘muzeumization
(Visvanathan, 2006), thereby depriving farmers from their cogni-
tive or natural resources and/or devaluing their knowledges and
practices.

The environmental impact of industrial agriculture is a well-
documented issue (Burney et al., 2010; Tilman et al., 2002; Altieri,
1998; Carson, 1962). But beyond climate, soil quality, ground-
water and biodiversity, what is threatened by industrial agriculture
is the whole body of knowledge associated to their preservation.
Creating and sustaining local and situational farming knowledge
can only be the product of a long history of observation and re-
flexive management of ecological complexities and interactions.
Unlike in the Global South, where many traditional and local
agricultural practices and knowledges have survived increasing
industrialization (Altieri, 2002), much of that knowledge has dis-
appeared in Europe. One of the challenges of peasant movements in
Europe hence is the regeneration of situational knowledge, and the
creation of supportive governance processes.

4. Research framework

The paper introduces a new theoretical position (cognitive
justice) and concept (agroecology of knowledges) to the study of
knowledge plurality in European peasant farming. Decolonial
thought and cognitive justice are largely under-addressed when
studying (European) farming systems. The paper therefore is
structured as a heuristic case study ‘used to stimulate the imagi-
nation toward discerning important general problems and possible
theoretical solutions’ (Eckstein, 1992: 143). Heuristic case study is a
theory-building approach seeking to generate new theories in an
inductive manner (George and Bennett, 2005). New theories can
then lead to new hypotheses and be tested on other cases.

For research to serve a heuristic function, certain kinds of cases
may be regarded as more instructive than others (Eckstein, 1992).
The case presented below was identified as the most useful case for
theory-building, among a larger set of 8 alternative, producer-led
farming initiatives in Western Europe (in Belgium, France, Ger-
many and the Netherlands) which were studied as part of a another,
larger study on justice and agrobiodiversity conservation.

In the following section I analyze how AgroBio Perigord (ABP),
an association for the development of organic farming in France,
built an agroecology of knowledges via the creation of a pioneering
participatory breeding program. Among other things, ABP hosts a
community seed network in Périgeux, a small city in southwestern
France. ABP is known nation-wide for its in situ conservation of
local and regional plant landraces threatened by genetic erosion. It
is a key member of the national French Peasant Seed Network
(‘Réseau Semences Paysanne’).

To analyze the role of knowledge in the activities of the asso-
ciation, four semi-directed face-to-face interviews were conducted
with the association’s coordinator and with one of the founding
farmers (in 2013 and 2015). These interviews were conducted on
site, which allowed establishing rapport with the community and
its environment. A two day participatory observation mission was
conducted in September 2015 during one of the association’s
breeding workshop. The workshop was organized as a dialogue
between different perspectives on varietal selection and on the
collective management of agricultural biodiversity. Beyond ABP
farmers, it included facilitators, partner scientists and South
American peasant representatives from Chile, Colombia, Brazil and
Mexico. Findings from the interviews and the participatory
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observation have been combined with the information contained in
the internal and external publications of the association.

5. Building an agroecology of knowledges in France

An agroecology of knowledges is the counter-hegemonic
engagement with modern agronomic science, through the recovery
and co-production of situational, environment-specific knowledges,
and the reskilling of farmers. It aims not only at improving agricultural
science, but also at rebuilding collective identities and reclaiming
autonomy. In essence, an agroecology of knowledges is a struggle
for recognition through which cognitive justice is achieved in
peasant farming.

Grasping the emergence of an agroecology of knowledges re-
quires looking at the context in which it was able to develop. The
activities of ABP were triggered in the early 2000s by growing
dissatisfaction with the functioning of the seed industry:

We started in 2000, following a message from the local sanitary
authorities of an ‘accidental’ GMO contamination of organic seed
lots. It created distrust towards our seed suppliers, and I better
understood the need for more seed diversity and autonomy for the
farmers for the preservation of organic agriculture. Up to [the year]
2000, I was growing organic hybrid corn bought from conventional
commercial seed producers (ABP participating farmer, interview
2013; author’s translation).

A small group of farmers decided to start gathering and exper-
imenting with traditional and/or local plant landraces. It led to the
creation of a decentralized in situ seed network for both profes-
sional farmers and home gardeners. While the network is called
‘Seed House’ (‘Maison de la Semence’), its functioning is different
from ex situ seedbanks:

[The] ‘Seed Houses’ really are a concept [...]. Everyone multiplies,
creates, sustains a number of species or varieties. Everyone stores
his own seeds or plants. The seed stock becomes collective through
the exchange system (ABP participating farmer, cited in Bio
d’Aquitaine, 2011: 17; author’s translation).

The first trials were disappointing, especially in terms of yields.
The lack of knowledge and know-how appeared to be a crucial
factor for an effective utilization of these landraces:

Owning local seeds is not enough [...] One also needs to re-acquire
lost knowledge for breeding and for their adaptation to the envi-
ronment. [..] Enclosing agricultural knowledge [also] forms a
danger for future generations. Addressing the need of future gen-
eration inevitably leads to a form of decentralized knowledge
production. (participating farmer, interview 2013; author’s
translation)

To understand this double phenomenon, one has to look at the
characteristics of French agriculture and its evolution during the
second-half of the 20th century. Following the Second World War,
and until the late 1970s, agronomic science in France was largely
steered by the State, which launched an ambitious ‘modernization’
program. Science and technology were used to develop a highly
productivistic and specialistic agriculture to meet demands for the
reconstruction of the war-torn economy and to ensure food
security.

This modernization process left little room for alternative
knowledges and world views on agriculture. Seeds, inputs,
knowledges, norms and practices were standardized (Bonneuil

et al, 2006). As a consequence, post-war agriculture in France
was characterized by a high level of muzeumization: ‘obsolete’
traditional varieties and local landraces were gradually stored in ex
situ seedbanks and replaced by ‘high-performance’ breeds which
are suitable for mass production:

The use of high-input hybrid varieties over two generations of
farmers has had a double consequence: the disappearance of local
landraces but also of their associated knowledge [...] (ABP
participating farmer, interview 2013; author’s translation).

From the 1980s onwards, with the advent of the neoliberal
project, the vacuum left by the decline of public sector support for
agriculture was filled by market players. Agricultural practice and
science in France went from a technical discipline, controlled and
organized by the State, to a market-only endeavor, tailored for
powerful non-producing actors and characterized by the growing
capacity of multinational firms to control agricultural production
and agronomic research (Bonneuil and Thomas, 2009). A contem-
porary example of this is the introduction in 2001 in France of a
generalized royalty scheme for bread wheat farmers. The scheme,
called ‘mandatory voluntary contributions’ (‘Contribution Volontaire
Obligatoire’) is to be paid by all bread wheat farmers, regardless of
the seed they use. Part of this royalty is reimbursed to small-scaled
farmers who buy commercial seed the next year. The scheme hence
strongly discourages the conservation of locally adapted peasant
varieties and favors a corporate seed market.

Since the turn of the century, this dominance has been actively
opposed by emerging social movements, both in France (Bonneuil
and Thomas, 2009), such as ABP, and elsewhere (Sumberg et al.,
2014; Rosset and Martinez-Torres, 2013).

5.1. The recovery and co-production of situational, environment-
specific knowledge, and the reskilling of farmers

ABP runs an ambitious participatory plant breeding program to
foster the conservation of local plant landraces—which the associ-
ation calls ‘peasant varieties’—and reacquire their associated
knowledge. It ambitions to replace the dominant linear model of
varietal selection and innovation (from ex situ collection, to
external breeders, to farmers) with a decentralized farmer-
centered approach (Fig. 1).

Developing a new crop at ABP starts with an explicit demand
from one of the members. Based on the expressed needs, the
farmer’s environmental conditions (soil, climate) and preferred
outputs, candidate-crops are identified in the organization’s
network. These crops then are tested either on the organization’s
experimentation platform or on a testing-parcel made available by
the farmer. In order to reacquire know-how and breeding tech-
niques, participating farmers commit to multiply and return two-
thirds of the initial amount of seed to the network. This return
not only allows keeping of a ‘safety-copy’, it also ensures a neces-
sary turn-over to prevent genetic degradation. The rest of the seed
is resown, multiplied and selected by the farmer during the
following seasons, thereby gradually creating a new locally-
adapted variety (Combette et al., 2015; ABP staff, interview 2013).

During the whole breeding process, a constant dialogue be-
tween different knowledge systems is organized. Farmers initiate
the breeding process, based on their own experience, knowledge,
context and needs. The process is organized by a joint experi-
mentation agreement and a specific breeding protocol. These pro-
tocols combine past experiences and continuous updates by ABP’s
team of agricultural facilitators, who provide training and assist
farmers when introducing local landraces and developing new
varieties. Through peer-based ‘farm-talks’, farmers then visit their
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Fig. 1. Decentralized farmer-centered breeding process at AgroBio Perigord

respective farms and discuss their breeding protocols, techniques
and outputs. The participatory breeding program hence takes the
form of a social learning platform in which farmer-driven knowl-
edge is discussed, improved and shared through the active partic-
ipation of other local farmers. A yearly technical report allows for
follow-up and sharing of the results from new varieties, protocols
and production outputs.

The importance given to local and participatory knowledges and
techniques, however, does not equate to the rejection of valuable
external input, whether originating from the scientific community
or from other parts of the world.

Since 2007, ABP works with partner scientists, in particular re-
searchers from the French National Institute for Agricultural
Research (INRA), to improve and experiment with specific issues
and crops. The association values and exploits the scientific input,
but does so in dialogue with its own knowledges, within its own co-
production model and without hierarchies between the different
forms of knowledge:

We can co-exist with the current system and enrich each other. Our
knowledges are based on another approach to living organisms:
they are different and complementary, but not inferior. (Chable and
Berthellot, 2006: 129—130; author’s translation)

Finally, external knowledge also comprises ‘learning from the
South’. From an empirical point of view, ABP organizes co-
production gatherings between Southern farmers and their own
members. The organization is particularly interested in the input of
Latin-American farmers, especially Brazilian, who are much more
advanced in both experimental farmer-led breeding protocols, as
well as the necessary supportive governance processes (e.g. Canci
et al.,, 2013). From a more theoretical point of view, learning from
the South also means rejecting the hierarchization of knowledges,
‘because there isn’t one knowledge to be imposed on others’
(Martinez-Torres and Rosset, 2014: 980).

5.2. Rebuilding collective identities and reclaiming autonomy

ABP’s fight for new ways of knowing, doing and validating sci-
ence also aims for social and political change. Reusing traditional
seeds and producing knowledge should thus also be understood as
an attempt of ABP farmers to break loose from the dominance of ill-
suited policies and laws, on the one hand, and of non-producing
commercial actors on the other:

It is the lack of knowledge that creates dependence towards private
breeders and their hybrid varieties [...]. The division of agricultural

labor kills the decentralization of knowledge. (ABP participating
farmer, interview 2013; author’s translation).

It could be described as a process of re-peasantisation, described
by van der Ploeg (2008) as a ‘struggle for autonomy that takes place
in a context characterized by dependency relations, marginaliza-
tion and deprivation. It aims at and materializes as the creation and
development of a self-controlled and self-managed resource base
[...]. This desire for self-determination is echoed in the association’s
discourse. Reintroducing local landraces and creating new varieties
is seen as an act of resistance to the use of so-called ‘elite’ varieties
(commercial pure lines or F1 hybrids):

In Europe, these elite varieties are the only ones permitted to be
commercialized, due to the mandatory variety registration.
Accordingly, peasant varieties are marginalized and, since the
1960, their seeds are banned from the market and it is prohibited to
exchange them (Bio d’Aquitaine, 2011: 14; author’s translation)

ABP considers these elite varieties, protected by intellectual
property rights and owned by private seed companies, as a barrier
to the autonomization of farmers:

The purpose of my conversion to organic agriculture was to break
with all agricultural suppliers, hence stopping the chemistry, but
also no longer dependent on seed companies. The same goes for
fertilization, I only work with my manure, I don’t buy organic
fertilizers. (participating farmer, cited in Bio d’Aquitaine, 2011:
39; author’s translation)

But the process goes beyond material autonomy. What is aimed
through the redefinition and re-appropriation of agronomic science
is a larger rural development project in which the peasants’ agri-
cultural vision is to be redefined:

In the case of [ABP], the program’s success shows above all that
farmers were able to defend and develop a vision and conception of
plant and seed that is consistent with an agricultural project and
more broadly with a social project. (participating researcher, cited
in Bio d’Aquitaine, 2011: 29; author’s translation)

A political community is (re)created under the banner of
peasant, local and/or organic agriculture, the reintroduction of
traditional varieties, the creation of new varieties using farm-based
knowledge, and participatory farming practices. By rebuilding this
collective identity (Demeulenaere and Bonneuil, 2011), ABP
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reconnects individual farmers with a larger collective rural move-
ment, empowering participants as agents of change (Coolsaet,
2015). The ‘affirmation of identity’ thus becomes an additional
resource for demanding recognition (Santos et al., 2007: xxvii).

6. Discussion and conclusion

The current scientific paradigm and the way in which it is used
in agriculture has created a gap between those of ‘know’ agriculture
and those who do agriculture. Making agriculture more sustainable
requires closer interaction between scientists and farmers (Tilman
et al., 2002), an observation convincingly put forward by the
farmer-first literature since the mid-80’s (Scoones and Thompson,
1994).

Yet, despite extensive case-study research on participatory ap-
proaches in the Global South, there’s been surprisingly little
engagement with decolonial thought, let alone when studying
European agriculture. This paper tried to attend to this gap. The
emergence of environment-specific and inclusive solutions within
the industrial model seems to have been insufficient to meet the
aspirations of some of Europe’s peasant communities. This paper
has argued that this can be explained by the misrecognition of
peasants and their ways of knowing agriculture.

Remedying this requires a process of cultural recognition, un-
derstood as both status equality and cognitive justice. On the one
hand, through a proactive recognition of the plurality of agricul-
tural systems, status equality allows for alternative forms of agri-
culture to become equally valid solutions. On the other, cognitive
justice offers not only equal terms, but a critical engagement with
modern agronomic science. The latter can take the form of an ag-
roecology of knowledges: a farmer-centered counter-hegemonic
dialogue between different agricultural knowledge systems. It
provides farmers’ with tools to rebuild collective identities and
reclaim political and material autonomy.

The agroecology of knowledges differs from existing
knowledge-based innovation approaches in terms of scope, drivers
and intended outcomes. It triggers a farmer-centered process that
goes beyond classic models of innovation such as the demand-pull
(innovation is triggered by a market demand) or supply-push
models (innovation is triggered by scientific insight) (see
Ceccarelli and Grando, 2006). Both models assume centralized
knowledge-production, with more or less farmer input or
involvement. By focusing on co-production, reskilling and auton-
omy, an agroecology of knowledges explicitly addresses the power
dimensions underlying agricultural knowledge production.

While encompassing an instrumental goal of improving agri-
cultural science, it also challenges the ‘scientization of public
debate’ (Kinchy, 2012) and the ‘technologisation’ of varietal crea-
tion (Chable and Berthellot, 2006), where agricultural and broader
rural policy is defined on the basis of a reductionist plant or animal
science, disconnected from social and ethical contexts. What is
sought for with an agroecology of knowledges is a genuine trans-
formative process brought about by participatory governance ar-
rangements and democratic practice (Pimbert, 2011).

In so doing, the agroecology of knowledges concept further
highlights the knowledge dimensions of the main alternative nar-
ratives to industrial agriculture: the agroecological and participa-
tory movements (see Thompson and Scoones, 2009). In particular,
it draws upon several elements in the food sovereignty literature.
For instance, it links up closely with what Martinez-Torres and
Rosset (2014) have called a ‘didlogo de saberes’: an active dialogue
between different ways of knowing agriculture, which through a
‘dialectic of conceptual diversity’ (Kendrick, 2003) generates ‘new
collective understandings, meanings and knowledges’ (Rosset and
Martinez-Torres, 2013: 4). Its procedural aspects also bear

significant resemblance with the South-American campesino-a-
campesino methodologies (Holt-Gimenez, 2006).

Finally, it echoes a recent focus on such ideas as knowledge
sovereignty (International Commission on the Future of Food and
Agriculture, 2009) and technological sovereignty (Altieri and
Nicholls, 2012). Both dimensions are two of the many unequal
power relations the food sovereignty movement is seeking to
address (Patel, 2009). But they are prerequisites for the re-
invention of a European agri-food system which has long favored
a band-aid approach of green subsidies and technology transfers.
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